Food quality came out as the only one of nine factors being tested that had a significant effect on intent to return for 239 diners at an Irish-pub-style full-service restaurant in the southeastern United States. Even so, food provided only a partial explanation of the repeatpatronage decision. Examining customer satisfaction, food quality again was at the top of the list, but the restaurant's atmosphere and the fairness of the seating procedures also had significant effects. Together, those three factors explained about half of the variability in a regression model of customer satisfaction. Given that food was such a strong factor in the repeatpatronage decision, diners' suggestions to this restaurant are of interest to other restaurateurs. The diners suggested that the restaurant expand its menu. In particular, they wanted to see more items that fit the restaurant's Irish-pub theme. Finally, diners were especially interested in having additional healthful menu items.
meal at a full-service restaurant. Of course, good food is an essential component of a "satisfying meal." But good service and a pleasant setting are also important in a full-service restaurant. 1 Since all three attributes-food, setting, and service-matter to customers, the manager needs to know how satisfied his or her customers are with each of these elements of a meal. All three components contribute to overall satisfaction with the dining experience. Satisfied customers tend to come back. More telling, the overwhelming majority (more than 90 percent) of unhappy diners never return. 2 Even worse, dissatisfied customers complain on average to ten other people about poor service quality. 3 
Diners offer the following message to full-service restaurant operators: Get the food right if you want to see us again.
In this article, we show why it is not enough simply to determine customers' perceptions of these three attributes independently of one another; it is also essential to measure their relative importance to each other. At a popular restaurant, customers may give high marks to a number of design aspects. Yet only one or another of these attributes may actually have a major effect on overall dining satisfaction and customers' repeat-patronage intentions. The manager needs to determine which aspects should receive the most attention and how money can best be invested to raise customer satisfaction and encourage repeat patronage.
This study investigates the relative importance of food, physical setting, and service in the context of a full-service restaurant. To help address the issue of the relative importance of food, setting, and service, the authors developed a customersatisfaction survey for use in a full-service restaurant. The next section examines the three main components in greater detail.
Design Components in Full-service Restaurants
Of all the components in a full-service restaurant, food quality is perhaps the single most important. Although a customer evaluates multiple attributes when determining food quality, he or she is really judging three general food characteristicsnamely, safety, appeal, and dietary acceptability. While food-safety defects are not always immediately apparent, customers do tend to notice undercooked food, food with an off taste, or foreign material in their food. 4 Food appeal involves such issues as taste, presentation, textures, colors, temperature, size of the portions, and entrée complexity. Dietary issues are playing an increasingly important role in food quality-whether that means meals that are low in fat, low in carbohydrates, or vegetarian or vegan. 5 In addition to food quality, the restaurant's physical setting may also affect customer satisfaction and repeat-patronage intentions. In a full-service restaurant, the atmosphere of the dining area involves greater complexity than any other aspect of the physical setting. A number of factors contribute to the dining atmosphere including décor, noise level, temperature, cleanliness, odors, lighting, color, and music. The way the restaurateur expresses these characteristics helps to create an expectation of the dining experience even before the customer is served. 6 Problems with any of these features can annoy customers and cause them to shorten their stays. In addition, customers typically remember severe problems with restaurant cleanliness longer than they remember food or service problems and are more likely to avoid that restaurant in the future. 7 Customers in a full-service restaurant may sit for a relatively long time, making seating comfort another important aspect of the physical setting. 8 Seating comfort depends on the design and condition of the furnishings, as well as their arrangement. 9 Seats that are too close to each other can cause customers to feel crowded, and cramped seating conditions, furthermore, may annoy customers and even generate feelings of psychological discomfort. 10 Since most customers have to wait for seating in a full-service restaurant, physical comfort in waiting areas can also affect overall customer satisfaction and repeatpatronage intentions. This may occur because the customer's physical comfort has a direct influence on perceived waiting time. Past research has shown that customers' perceived waiting times tend to increase as temperatures rise beyond a comfortable range while they wait in line. Perceived waiting times are also longer when furnishings are uncomfortable.
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Improvements in the décor can reduce customer dissatisfaction with waiting even though actual customer wait times remain constant. 12 In addition to décor, crowding in the waiting line may also diminish customer satisfaction because it makes customers aware of passing time and increases the tension of waiting. 13 Perceived crowding in the waiting line also reduces a customer's sense of control and overall satisfaction with service.
14 In contrast, a roomy waiting area tends to increase a customer's willingness to wait for seating even if the restaurant is busy. 15 In addition to food and the physical setting, customers at a full-service restaurant also evaluate the quality of the service they receive. 16 Customers begin judging restaurant service even before they are seated by noticing not only the length of time they wait for seating but also the fairness of the seating order and politeness of the host or hostess. The initial wait usually seems longer and more unpleasant to customers than waits occurring later in the process. 17 Consequently, restaurant managers should pay close attention to the initial wait. Research has shown that it is probably more important to manage the customer's perception of the initial wait than it is to manipulate actual waiting times. 18 While researchers have long recognized the importance of perceived initial waiting time, they have generally ignored the issue of fairness in the initial wait. In a queuing situation, fairness involves the adherence to the idea of first come, first served (FCFS). 19 Violation of this principle leads to two undesirable consequences. First, inequitable waits will seem longer than fair waits. 20 Thus, violations of the FCFS rule can directly affect customer perceptions of waiting time. Second, inequitable waits can diminish a customer's overall satisfaction with service delivery. 21 Although perceived waiting time and seating fairness are two important characteristics of service prior to seating, the interpersonal skills of the restaurant employee can also influence customer satisfaction. A worker's social sensitivity, helpfulness, friendliness, and politeness help to create a good first impression for the customer. Moreover, an employee's reaction to a service delay shapes the customer's perception of the wait. Customers can become aggravated if the employee acts as though nothing is wrong and fails to explain why service is slow. 22 The interpersonal skills of the service worker remain important during service delivery. Past research has shown that a customer's perception of how he or she is treated by the service worker affects the customer's satisfaction with the service. 23 One of the most important aspects of this perceived treatment is the presence or absence of service personalization. Customers dislike cold and impersonal service. 24 Customers do not just appreciate personal attention from service workers; they also tend to reward it. In their study of restaurant performance, Fitzsimmons and Maurer found that high levels of service attentiveness led to higher customer satisfaction and higher tips than did lower levels of attentiveness. 25 The preceding discussion suggests that food, setting, and service components may influence customer satisfaction and repeat-patronage intentions in a fullservice restaurant. However, the relative importance of each of these factors is unclear. To examine this issue, the authors developed the customer-satisfaction survey discussed in the next section.
Study Design
A full-service restaurant in the southeastern United States served as the setting for this study. When the restaurant first opened for business six years ago, it was located on the edge of a high-growth area. At the time, it was the only full-service restaurant in the area, but ensuing high density development produced new competition from both family-owned and chain restaurants. Growth projections indicate that more full-service restaurants will open in this area. Thus, competition in the local full-service restaurant market should intensify.
The restaurant in this study was a privately owned Irish grill and pub with a seating capacity of 114. The décor matched the popular conception of an Irish grill and pub. The dining area was furnished with dark wooden tables and booths, upholstered chairs, small table lamps, and a large fireplace. The dark green plaid and solid fabrics used in the dining area supported the Irish theme. Overall, the interior of the restaurant could be described as subdued but inviting. In addition, the acoustical design minimized the noise both from the kitchen and from other diners.
Décor was not the only design element that reflected the Irish theme. The menu continued this theme by featuring traditional Irish-pub entrées such as fish and chips and shepherd's pie. Consistent with pub dining, serving portions were gendrous, providing good value for the price. In addition to comfort food, lighter American-style entrées were available, and the chef altered menu items when guests requested changes to meet special dietary needs.
Survey Development
The manager of this restaurant did not take his customer base for granted. He realized that as additional competitors moved into the area, even loyal customers might leave to try something new. To retain customers, the manager was constantly searching for ways to improve the dining experience. To get a better idea of customers' preferences, the restaurant manager enlisted our help in designing a survey instrument. The manager met with us several times to determine which questions should be included in the survey.
Two overriding concerns guided the survey design process. First, the questions had to reflect features that could affect customer satisfaction at various points in the service experience. Therefore, some questions related to characteristics of the preseating wait, while others reflected attributes of the dining stage. Second, the manager insisted that data collection should not disrupt a customer's dining experience. He stipulated that the survey could not exceed one page in length, the typography should facilitate easy reading, the survey items should be brief and selfexplanatory, and the form should not look cluttered.
These requirements determined the form that the survey would take. Together, we immediately rejected some standard survey instruments. For instance, the widely used SERVQUAL questionnaire did not meet the manager's needs. It was too long and its questions were too general in nature to identify critical characteristics in this restaurant. The DINSERV questionnaire (a variant of SERVQUAL) was also considered too lengthy for this situation. Furthermore, it contained no questions assessing the overall quality of the dining experience. 26 Consequently, we decided to design a survey tailored to this specific restaurant.
The resulting survey consisted of nine questions related to the waiting and dining experiences, one question related to overall customer satisfaction with the dining experience, and one question regarding future patronage intentions (see the accompanying sidebar). The questions used a 5-point Likert-type scale that allowed guests to rate their satisfaction with each design feature. The survey items that related to waiting addressed issues of perception of wait time before being seated in the dining area, fairness of seating order, comfort and crowding of the waiting area, and politeness of the hostarea staff. Items that addressed the dining experience included servers' attentiveness in the dining area, seating comfort in the dining area, atmosphere of the dining area, and food quality.
The data were gathered during four days of one week (Wednesday through Saturday evenings) because the manager wished to survey customers when waits were the longest and volume was the heaviest. The host distributed surveys as customers were seated. The host explained that the purpose of the survey was to assess customer satisfaction with the dining experience and requested that the customer complete the survey form sometime during the meal. The wait staff collected the surveys at the end of the meal. A total of 239 usable surveys were gathered.
Survey Results
Correlation analysis and regression analysis were used to examine the relationship of overall dining satisfaction with the design attributes and the relationship between design attributes and repeatpatronage intentions. This approach allowed the manager to gauge the strength of each design attribute in predicting each dependent variable. Exhibit 1 shows the correlation matrix for the attribute variables, overall dining satisfaction, and repeat-patronage intentions. An initial look at the data shows that all design attributes showed a significant positive relationship with overall dining satisfaction. A similar examination of the relationship between design attributes and repeatpatronage intentions shows that two of the design attributes do not have a significant relationship (i.e., wait time and wait-area crowding).
Full regression models were run for each of the two dependent variables. The first full model regressed the design attributes against overall dining satisfaction (Exhibit 2). This regression showed that two variables were significantly related to overall dining experience and identified several others that were significant at less than 10 percent. Further regression analysis showed that only three attributesfood, atmosphere of the dining area, and fairness of the seating order-are significant predictors of satisfaction with the overall dining experience (Exhibit 3). The t-values in Exhibit 3 indicate the relative importance of each attribute in predicting overall dining satisfaction. Food was the most important, followed by dining atmosphere and seating order. These three attributes had an adjusted R 2 of 51 percent and thus explained more than half of the variability in satisfaction with the overall dining experience. 27 The second full model regressed the design attributes against repeat-patronage intentions (Exhibit 5). Regression results identified only one design attribute, food quality, as a significant predictor of repeat-patronage intentions, but when a final regression was run with only food quality as a predictor of repeat-patronage intentions (Exhibit 4), the R 2 was only Note: Food quality was the only significant independent variable in this model. R 2 = 17 percent; model F value = 53.40, with p < .0001. significant. Exhibit 6, which reports the means and standard deviations for all the design attributes, indicates that customers gave high ratings (greater than 4.5) to all attributes.
Managerial Implications
Several managerial implications stem from these findings. First and most obviously, some of the factors that influence customer satisfaction do not affect the repeat-patronage decision. This is not surprising, since no one really decides to go back to a restaurant again and again just because the seating process is fair or the dining area has an acceptable décor. Only food, prepared the way customers enjoy it, can lure the customer back for many return visits. In contrast, unfair treatment during the seating process can diminish a customer's overall perception of a single dining experience.
AUGUST 2004
Cornell Hotel and Restaurant Administration Quarterly 243 Note: Because some questionnaires were incomplete, sample sizes ranged from 234 to 268.
Unfairness can act as a spoiler because some customers may view it as intentional-even if it is not. In other words, customers can interpret unfairness as a personal affront. Similarly, certain aspects of the dining atmosphere can color a customer's evaluation of a single dining experience. For instance, in this study, the most common comment about the setting dealt with ultracold air conditioning in the dining area. While a single unsatisfactory experience may not prevent a customer from ever returning, it is still a cause for concern. A dissatisfied customer may complain to others. No restaurant needs this kind of word-of-mouth advertising, particularly if disgruntled customers complain to others about the food.
This leads to the second managerial implication of this research: food is the single most important aspect of fullservice dining. In this study, not only do the regression results support this conclusion but so do the customers' comments. Almost half of all comments contained suggestions pertaining to food. Some comments were helpful but not particularly striking (e.g., "serve bread with the meal rather than as a side item"). However, the three most frequent suggestions could constitute the starting point of a truly imaginative approach to improving perceived food quality. These three suggestions can be summarized as follows: (1) serve more Irish specialties, (2) offer a wider menu in general, and (3) offer more healthy food choices by increasing the number of low-fat menu items, serving more green vegetables, and making smaller entrée portions available.
If this restaurant's managers are willing to "think outside the box," they could accommodate these requests while adding flair to the menu. For instance, the restaurant has not exploited the abundant supply of seasonal fruits, vegetables, berries, herbs, and cheeses available from local farms and dairies, as well as the local farmers' market. The Southeast's lengthy growing season means that some types of vegetables such as fresh cabbage and greens are available locally year around. The addition of seasonal fruits and vegetables to the menu would give customers a wider selection of healthy foods and provide the chef with the opportunity to create interesting new recipes.
The inclusion of additional Irish entrées would also expand the menu. Some theme dishes could be featured in special seasonal menus. For instance, the chef could prepare Irish dishes geared to seasonal themes such as the fall harvest, a "Dublin Christmas," and the "Celtic New Year," along with the typical St. Patrick's Day promotions.
Music could enhance the seasonal Irish accents reflected in the menu. In this study, customers' comments indicate that diners would enjoy Irish music played during evening meals. Given the large number of Celtic bands and singers that perform in this region of the country, the restaurant should have little trouble finding someone to offer live Celtic music, at least on the weekends.
While creative changes in food and dining atmosphere could make this restaurant more appealing to customers, major changes in some other design aspects are not warranted. This observation relates to a third managerial implication in this study; namely, a number of design attributes in full-service restaurants do not significantly contribute to either overall dining satisfaction or repeat-patronage intentions. The likely reason that these design attributes matter so little is that customers notice these attributes only when severe problems exist. Otherwise, customers tend to accept moderate variations in these service and setting characteristics.
For instance, customers at a full-service restaurant may tolerate some crowding during the initial wait if they view a crowded queue as a sign of a good restaurant. Similarly, customers may not mind waiting for a table if they think the meal is worth the wait. Consequently, perceived waiting time may be relatively unimportant in a full-service restaurant. Likewise, the relative formality of full-service dining implies that customers are willing to sacrifice a little of their comfort for the nature of the occasion. That is, reasonable customers do not expect the same degree of comfort in a full-service restaurant that they can enjoy, say, while snacking at home in their living-room recliners or in the comfortable and familiar booth of their favorite pub. Finally, customers expect the well-trained host and wait staff to be consistently polite and attentive. If the manager maintains a visible presence out front, as did this manager, he or she provides additional assurance that rude or inappropriate employee behavior will be an uncommon occurrence.
The survey methodology used in this study provides other managers of fullservice restaurants with a plan for ensuring overall dining satisfaction and repeat patronage. The steps in the method are fairly straightforward and can be summarized as follows: (1) Using a customer survey with Likert-scaled items, gather data on design attributes, customer satisfaction, and repeat-patronage intentions. (2) Use regression analysis to determine the relative importance of the key attributes on satisfaction and repeat-patronage intentions. (3) Prioritize these attributes. (4) Examine customers'comments related to the high-priority items to determine what kinds of changes customers would like to see. (5) In planning changes, do not limit yourself to routine solutions. Instead, try to think outside the box to identify creative approaches to improving key aspects of full-service dining. Try to draw on advantages-like local availability of seasonal foods-that you may have overlooked before. (6) Keep in mind that improvement is a continuous process and that you probably want to survey customers periodically instead of just a single time.
Regarding that last point, periodically repeating the survey process offers the manager several advantages. First, it facilitates tracking customer satisfaction and repeat-patronage intentions over time so that the manager can more readily spot trends in customers' perceptions. Second, it can alert the manager to changes in the relative importance of design variables related to food, setting, and service. Such changes may prompt the manager to plan new quality-improvement interventions that she or he might not have otherwise considered. Third, longitudinal survey results can be used to assess if a particular redesign effort really did improve customer satisfaction or repeat-patronage intentions. Finally, responses to openended survey questions may furnish a wealth of useful suggestions about the food, setting, or service. As this study has shown, customers' suggestions can challenge managers to think more creatively so that dining at their restaurants becomes more enjoyable than ever. 
